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Background
The Clinch River Valley Initiative is a pioneering 
effort to build local economies while enhancing natural 
resources in the coalfields of Southwest Virginia, focusing 
on the Clinch River Valley—one of the most biodiverse 
river systems in North America. This grassroots effort 
has developed significant support and momentum 
throughout the region. Utilizing a consensus-based 
approach, diverse project partners—including citizens, 
not-for-profit organizations, and business and community 
leaders—have developed a robust vision and goals around 
outdoor recreation, healthy ecosystems, and revitalized 
communities.  This group seeks to establish Southwest 
Virginia’s Clinch River Valley as a global destination 
based on its unique biodiversity, natural beauty, cultural 
attractions and outdoor opportunities.  
CRVI emerged following a forum called Building 
Local Economies in Southwest Virginia in September 
2010, initiated with community partners and convened and 
facilitated by the Institute for Environmental Negotiation, 
University of Virginia (IEN). At that session, a highly 
diverse group expressed their desire to encourage localized 
and environmentally responsible economic development, 
with a focus on outdoor recreation and downtown 
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economic development officials, representatives from 
state and local agencies, elected officials and citizens. 
Participants include water quality monitoring groups, 
power companies, tourism development corporations, 
local schools and universities, state agencies, and the 
local governments of Russell, Scott, Tazewell and Wise 
Counties, as well as the towns of St. Paul, Cleveland, 
Dungannon, and others in the Clinch River Valley.  Early 
in the initiative, participants created an organizational 
structure of five action groups, each with its own chair 
or co-chairs, corresponding to the five goal areas that had 
been developed by CRVI participants. 
 
• Goal 1: Develop a Clinch River State Park.
• Goal 2: Develop and Integrate Access Points, Trails 
and Campgrounds along the Clinch River.
• Goal 3: Enhance Water Quality in the Clinch River.
• Goal 4: Develop and Enhance Education 
Opportunities for all Community Members in the 
Clinch River Watershed. 
• Goal 5: Connect and Expand Downtown 
Revitalization, Marketing and Entrepreneurial 
Development Opportunities in the Clinch River 
Valley.
Since then, the action groups have developed their 
own goals and metrics to measure their progress. 
Each of the action groups meets regularly outside of 
initiative meetings and maintains its own communications. 
The groups often collaborate on projects as well. As the 
effort became larger and more complex, participants 
decided to create a steering committee to help guide 
the overall structure and function of CRVI, provide 
oversight of funding requests, and coordinate action 
group initiatives. The committee has no authority over the 
decisions of individuals or action groups; rather, it ensures 
communication between action groups in order to take 
advantage of available resources and to prevent duplicative 
activities. The CRVI Steering Committee was created in 
spring 2012 and includes 25 members who are citizens, 
community leaders, and action group chairs.  Steering 
Committee decisions are made by consensus.  
Role of the Facilitator
As CRVI developed over time, IEN provided 
facilitation, coordination and technical support, including 
addressing conflict and challenges as they arise.  As 
the facilitator and convener of the Clinch River Valley 
Initiative, IEN plays a unique part in its operation and 
success. IEN attempts to convene CRVI participants 
through face-to-face meetings when possible, as this leads 
to positive and effective consensus-based groups (Innes 
and Booher 2010). 
IEN plays many roles, including some that go well 
revitalization — and what shortly after became known 
as the “Clinch River Valley Initiative,” or “CRVI,” was 
born. As of March 2014, with a contact list of 350 people, 
CRVI includes five productive action groups, an attentive 
steering committee, and numerous enthusiastic and 
dedicated community leaders from diverse organizations. 
By working at a watershed level with multiple partners, 
this largely grassroots effort developed significant 
ownership and momentum that may serve as a model in 
other communities in Appalachia and beyond.
The Clinch River, which flows through Russell, 
Scott, Tazewell and Wise counties in far southwestern 
Virginia, supports more rare species of freshwater mussels 
and fish than any river system in the United States (The 
Nature Conservancy 2012). The Nature Conservancy 
has designated the Clinch River Valley as a biodiversity 
hotspot and “one of the last 20 greatest places on Earth” 
because of the valuable, yet imperiled, Clinch River 
aquatic ecosystems (The Nature Conservancy 2012).  The 
Clinch is lined by farms, small towns, old mines, mills 
and fishing camps, and is well loved by residents in the 
region.  Community members have been baptized, learned 
to swim, and fished in its waters, and walked its shores for 
generations.
When CRVI began, residents expressed the desire 
to protect the river while encouraging regional economic 
growth. With facilitation and coordination assistance from 
IEN, they embraced an asset-based development strategy 
— building economies and strengthening communities 
based on the natural and cultural assets of the region - as 
a way to meet broad community goals. After a few initial 
meetings in the town of St. Paul, Virginia, a youth-led panel 
inspired participants to craft a shared vision and goals for 
the initiative, which eventually became the following:
By 2020 the Clinch River Valley will be a global 
destination based on its unique biodiversity, natural 
beauty, cultural attractions and outdoor opportunities. 
This collaboration will bring measurable economic, 
environmental and social benefits to the region’s 
communities while protecting the Clinch’s globally rare 
species.
The University of Virginia’s Institute for 
Environmental Negotiation (IEN) has been involved since 
CRVI’s inception as convener, facilitator, and coordinator. 
IEN was founded in 1980 as an affiliate of the Department 
of Urban and Environmental Planning at the University 
of Virginia. With a mission of “empowering communities 
to create shared solutions,” IEN specializes in conflict 
resolution and consensus building to create ecologically, 
socially and economically sustainable communities. Frank 
Dukes and Christine Gyovai serve as CRVI facilitators and 
coordinators, with assistance from a number of graduate 
planning students.
Clinch River Valley Structure and Participants
The Clinch River Valley Initiative has an unusually 
diverse membership of non-profit leaders, activists, 
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must work together to solve challenges, meet shared goals, 
and develop consensus. 
 Despite initial skepticism of the community-based 
collaboration framework, CBCs today are internationally 
recognized for their effectiveness in making institutions 
and decision-making processes more adaptive and efficient 
in handling multi-dimensional issues regarding the use and 
development of natural resources (Dukes, Firehock and 
Birkhoff 2011).  
Progress of the Clinch River Valley Initiative
Clinch River Valley Initiative participants have made 
impressive progress in the last three years. The five action 
groups collaborated with each other and stakeholders at 
the local, state and federal level to build partnerships and 
create lasting change in the region.  Implementation started 
in each of the five CRVI goal areas, with actions ranging 
from the creation of an annual Clinch River Environmental 
Education Symposium, to installation of access points on 
the river, to seeking funding for development of a new state 
park.
State Park Action Group
The idea for the creation of a Clinch River State Park 
was introduced in the mid-1990’s by a Virginia State Senator, 
and after a period of dormancy, developed as a key goal of 
the Clinch River Valley Initiative. Participants understand 
that they must view the creation of the Clinch River State 
Park as a long-term goal due to state funding limitations. 
The Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation 
(DCR) has kept several proposed 
parks on a “waiting list” for future 
development for almost ten years, 
although the current state budget 
amendment supporting the state 
park may change this. The State 
Park Action Group is therefore 
attempting to garner funding and 
support from other sources that 
may increase their likelihood of 
receiving DCR support when 
funding becomes available. Action 
group members meet periodically 
with parks stakeholder groups, 
developed a favorable economic 
impact analysis, and received 
numerous resolutions of support 
from localities. They are closer 
than ever to creating a state park 
along the Clinch River.
Access Points Action Group
Given the enormous potential 
for the Clinch River Valley region 
to become an attractive tourism 
destination, the Access Points 
Action Group seeks to develop and 
beyond those of traditional facilitators. One of its major 
roles has been coordinating logistics and facilitating 
quarterly meetings and monthly group conversations 
for the Steering Committee. IEN wrote grants, recruited 
participants, and helped strategize next steps. IEN maintains 
the website, continually updates the living CRVI Action 
Plan, and takes on individual projects as necessary. While 
doing this, IEN also promotes best practices for consensus-
building, including accountability to participants, ensuring 
that ground rules are followed, and working in ways such 
that all voices have the opportunity to be heard.
Community-Based Collaboration as a Framework for 
the Clinch River Valley Initiative
The Clinch River Valley Initiative uses a consensus-
based approach to decision making; that is, all major 
decisions are brought to the steering committee for 
discussion and no major decision is made until all members 
of the steering committee agree. Making decisions through 
consensus is consistent with other community-based 
collaborations (CBCs). CBCs emerged in the 1990s in 
response to dissatisfaction with traditional structures for 
natural resource management and decision-making. CBCs 
are characterized by diverse membership, widely shared 
goals, joint indicators of success, cooperative strategies 
and actions, and provisions for carrying out jointly agreed-
upon objectives (Dukes, Firehock and Birkhoff 2011).
CBCs have a unique ability to address the needs of 
diverse stakeholders and encourage collaboration. Without 
ownership by any one party or organization, participants 
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a pilot project for access points, trails and campgrounds. 
Water Quality Action Group
Besides its value supporting rare and endangered 
aquatic species, the Clinch River also supports many 
communities whose history and future are intimately 
connected to the vitality and integrity of its water. Thus, 
preserving and restoring clean water is a key element of the 
Clinch River Valley Initiative. Currently, certain sections 
of the Clinch River and some of its major tributaries are 
listed on the EPA and Virginia’s impaired waters list. 
Correcting problems and enhancing the condition of these 
impaired sections is a high priority, as is the conservation 
of currently healthy waters. 
The Water Quality Action Group hosted several water 
quality cleanups in the Clinch River, including hazardous 
household waste collection days, and has removed over 
6.7 tons of trash from the watershed in partnership with 
the Upper Tennessee River Roundtable and other groups. 
The group continues to plan for community outreach and 
awareness regarding water quality including the hiring of a 
enhance public access to the river for outdoor recreation 
opportunities including fishing, kayaking and canoeing. 
Though there are already several public access points 
along the river, there are lengthy float times between those 
points that may not be accommodating to families, seniors, 
beginners, and other outdoor recreation enthusiasts. Access 
points that allow for shorter floats, approximately two hours 
apart, to downtown areas are anticipated to encourage 
visitor interest, river usage by diverse users—especially 
families, and local leisure in downtown areas, resulting in 
increased commerce and demand for local businesses.  
The group is in the process of installing access points 
and signage on at least five different locations along the 
Clinch, and Action Group co-chairs have worked to do 
significant outreach with CRVI members to access point 
property owners. The Friends of Southwest Virginia, a 
non-profit organization that is also a CRVI fiscal agent, 
is helping to oversee installation of the access points. It 
is creating an inventory of outdoor recreation offerings 
in the region. Finally, the Access Points Action Group is 
currently evaluating several sites along the river to develop 
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Downtown Revitalization, Entrepreneurship and Marketing 
Action Group
The Downtown Revitalization, Entrepreneurship and 
Marketing Action Group is using a regional approach to 
promote opportunities for regional revitalization. Members 
aim to help establish several communities as members of 
the Main Streets Program, a community development and 
revitalization effort sponsored by the Virginia Department 
of Housing and Community Development (DHCD). The 
program is for downtowns seeking to become vibrant 
destinations with strong identities.  The Town of St. 
Paul is currently participating in this program and taking 
advantage of its many benefits and funding opportunities, 
and other Clinch River communities have recently applied 
to the program.
The action group has helped to support an annual 
regional Entrepreneurship Challenge and an Opportunity 
Summit to support new and existing businesses. Group 
members garnered support from the Steering Committee 
to hire a marketing firm to develop Clinch River Valley 
branding materials; the group also worked with a regional 
marketing organization, the Heart of Appalachia Tourism 
Authority, to implement these materials via advertisements, 
signage, brochures, and other means. 
Given the enormous potential for the region to 
become an attractive tourism destination, this action group 
also seeks to build and support a tourism infrastructure in 
support of outdoor recreation, historic and cultural tourism 
Clinch River RiverKeeper, to monitor water quality in the 
river, educate community members about ways to improve 
water quality, and advocate for a healthier river.  Finally, 
the Clinch Powell Clean Rivers Initiative continues to 
update CRVI members about its ongoing activities as well. 
Environmental Education Action Group
The Environmental Education Action Group aims 
to build on local efforts, such as a partnership with the 
group SouthWest Environmental Education Team and the 
student-run group Wetlands Estonoa, by continuing to 
educate both children and adults who live in the Clinch 
River watershed. This group is working to empower local 
citizens with knowledge about environmental issues so 
that they will support sustainable businesses, act to restore 
the local environment and improve public health.
The group developed an annual Clinch River 
Environmental Education Symposium, held in the spring 
of each year in St. Paul, a once-vibrant town in the middle 
of the watershed that is seeing significant renewal activity. 
The group is planning a hub for environmental education 
in the watershed that would link numerous environmental 
and cultural historical groups in the region. Group 
members are also assisting students at the University of 
Virginia’s College at Wise develop an app that highlights 
biodiversity on the Clinch for use by area outfitters and 
other environmental education organizations. 
Figure 1; CRVI Funding Share and Contributors.
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together diverse stakeholders. Simply aggregating so many 
residents of the region, many of whom are leaders in their 
communities, allows people to network with each other, 
share information and engineer solutions in a personal, 
effective way. Collaboration between these members 
builds expertise among participants and helps to identify 
informational needs. CBCs send the message that residents 
can improve their own communities without relying on 
resources from outside the region or government support. 
This is a particularly powerful message for Southwest 
Virginians, whose goals have long been constrained by a 
lack of financial resources.
Engaging Communities and Preventing Confrontation
Community-based collaboration originates at the 
grassroots level. Because of this, it is able to invite and 
engage citizens much better than government-sponsored 
initiatives. Stakeholders are given equal power in the 
organization, enabling citizens who feel disempowered by 
traditional forms of civic participation. Furthermore, CBCs 
incorporate the knowledge of citizens and professionals, 
each of whom experience environmental issues differently. 
This deepens the knowledge base of participants and adds 
legitimacy to problem solving efforts. CRVI participants 
have said that this approach generates excitement and hope 
in a way that is not often experienced through other efforts 
in the region.
Several participants have mentioned how helpful it is 
to have IEN act as an outside facilitator for CRVI. Members 
of IEN, because they come from outside the region, avoid 
the appearance of impropriety and bias. 
Funding Appeal
As a large, multi-purposed initiative, CRVI is capable 
of attracting diverse funders interested in specific CRVI goal 
areas. This lends CRVI greater credibility and momentum 
as more and diverse funders support it. For example, Clinch 
River access point development has received funding 
from federal agencies, private foundations and Clinch 
River Valley localities.  This pooling of resources allows 
residents to take ownership of their accomplishments, even 
though much of the funding came from outside resources.
Challenges of Community-Based Collaboration
Although the CBC framework has demonstrated 
success at many scales, it consistently faces challenges 
related to achieving legitimacy, participant diversity and 
sustainable funding sources. The CRVI has experienced all 
of these barriers to success and participants are constantly 
considering strategies to overcome them.
Lack of Financial Capital
Communities in the Clinch River watershed 
experienced the decline of local industries in addition to 
long-term poverty and population decline (see Figure 1). 
Low financial capital in the region can present challenges 
even when funding might be available from outside of the 
activities. This will occur by working with other action 
groups to identify needed tourism resources and amenities, 
continuing to encourage entrepreneurs in the tourism 
sector, and branding the region as a destination with vast 
and diverse tourism opportunities.
Advantages and Challenges of Community-Based 
Collaboration
 IEN facilitators have observed several advantages 
and challenges of using a collaborative approach. In this 
section, we will describe our observations of this approach. 
Holistic Approach
A community-based collaboration approach is 
particularly advantageous for regional and environmental 
planning. It is useful for regional planning because its 
holistic approach, made possible because it is unhindered 
by jurisdictional rules and expectations, accommodates 
a range of issues at multiple scales (Dukes, Firehock 
and Birkhoff 2011). Whereas traditional environmental 
planning risks polarizing participants by prioritizing 
environmental issues over anthropocentric issues, a CBC 
frames the issue broadly to envelop multiple goals. The 
CRVI has found success in this approach and is one of the 
few initiatives in Southwest Virginia where representatives 
of environmental non-profits, the Tennessee Valley 
Authority, Dominion Power, local governments, economic 
development agencies and concerned citizens find 
commonality in a shared vision.
Adaptive and Flexible
CBCs are adaptive and flexible in structure and scope, 
seeking solutions beyond natural and political boundaries 
and adapting to local sentiments or new regulations. These 
characteristics are necessary for ensuring that an initiative 
is working with the most current information with the 
most effective strategies. The CRVI has remained flexible, 
accommodating the addition of a steering committee, the 
split of one action group into two, and the formation of a 
subgroup that decided to work both outside and inside of 
the structure of the CRVI.
Transferable
The CBC framework capitalizes on existing social, 
financial and human capital in the area of focus, making 
it transferable and applicable to any group of stakeholders 
working collaboratively. Because CBCs are a relatively 
young approach to community development, practitioners 
must still overcome skepticism when introducing the 
concept. However, the more communities that address 
complex issues with the framework, the more researchers 
will understand about local determinants of success, and 
the more examples that practitioners will have to learn 
from.
Building Social Capital
CBCs immediately build social capital by bringing 
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Long-term Participation
Facilitators are cognizant that one of the biggest threats 
to the future of CRVI is participant burnout. Turnover of 
key leadership could slow the advancement of the initiative 
as it strives toward larger goals; however, outreach to 
new participants is maintained by both participants and 
facilitators. 
Another challenge experienced by both participants 
and coordinators stems from a few instances of CRVI 
participants acting on their own to achieve a goal outside 
of the collaboration model. Participation in CRVI does 
not preclude individuals from pursuing other goals. But at 
times, miscommunication has led to frustration over loss of 
opportunities (such as loss of a potential pro bono building 
space or miscommunication between participants), and 
many extra hours of discussion and follow-up conversation 
have been needed to address these challenging situations. 
Outcomes and Metrics for Success
As the Clinch River Valley Initiative passes the 
third year anniversary of its formation, participants and 
facilitators continue to modify how they evaluate the success 
of the project. The action groups and steering committee 
have built valuable relationships and have begun achieving 
success. The CRVI Action Plan synthesizes information 
from meeting discussions, interviews, and surveys and 
contains a list of goals for each action group with suggested 
resources, timeframes and partners. For now, this list 
of goals is the metric by which progress is measured. 
The strategies of each action group are measureable and 
tangible, and are a good way to begin thinking about how 
to gauge success for the overall initiative. 
Recently, IEN facilitators have been wrestling with 
the idea of creating additional metrics to measure the long-
term impact, and hence success, of CRVI. The initiative 
has a clear mission and vision, but without more metrics, 
it will be difficult to determine the extent of the impact 
that CRVI will have made on the region.  The group has 
developed a list of accomplishments for the initiative, 
which is a starting point for outreach to area communities.
One approach to measuring success is evaluating 
how well CRVI adheres to best practices for community-
based collaboratives. Do we have diverse participants? 
Is the process open to outsiders?  Does it allow for open 
discussion and honesty?  This approach requires constant 
reflection and feedback from participants, and evaluations 
are conducted and reviewed for each meeting.
Another approach is to measure the success of the 
initiative by how much support it is receiving from citizens 
of the region, as well as looking at the number of new 
jobs that are created or new users of access points on the 
Clinch. The metric for this approach could be the number 
of resolutions of support signed by local governments, 
individuals and organizations. The CRVI Resolution of 
Support was created by participants to publicize CRVI and 
gain broad support for initiative, and has been signed by 
over 30 groups. However, this metric will only measure 
region, as some grants require matching contributions from 
localities.  The lack of local financial capital prevents these 
communities from meeting the most basic criteria for grant 
funding from agencies.
 
Increasing Participation
The Appalachian Regional Commission lists many 
areas of the Clinch River watershed as having a distressed 
or at-risk economic status (Appalachian Regional 
Commission 2012). Low-income residents are less likely 
to participate in citizen-based community development 
efforts because of the high relative costs of participation 
(Checkoway 1987). Barriers to participation include 
childcare costs, loss of work time and travel costs. Another 
factor limiting diverse involvement is the limited financial 
capacity of smaller organizations or local governments 
in the region. Unable to fund staff involvement at CRVI 
meetings, these organizations and governments cannot 
participate fully and connect their organizations to the 
goals of the CRVI.  
Legitimacy
A community-based collaboration must have a 
diversity of participants and give credence to all opinions 
and concerns in order to maintain legitimacy in the eyes of 
participants. CBCs struggle with legitimacy when certain 
stakeholders do not participate. Facilitators of CRVI have 
addressed this threat by reaching out to key stakeholder 
groups, building relationships and understanding their 
concerns, beginning well before the first meeting in 
September 2010 and continuing as the process has moved 
forward. 
Some participants in CRVI have noted that IEN’s 
presence as an outside actor is helpful for preventing 
favoritism and unfair power dynamics. However, it is 
possible that some residents could be wary of an outside 
organization becoming involved in local politics and 
relationships. As more local residents have promoted the 
initiative, and as it gains recognition for its success, it has 
gained more legitimacy locally and statewide.
Power Dynamics and Facilitation
A consensus-based approach is intended to reduce 
the influence of uneven power. However, it is difficult for 
participants to dissociate themselves from the power that 
they have through their other roles in society. Preventing 
favoritism towards certain issues, people or places is a 
particularly difficult challenge, especially when these 
entities have more resources or participants championing 
them. Facilitators must be aware of power dynamics in 
the group and act to ensure participants feel comfortable 
in sharing their opinions. Additionally, facilitators must 
consider constantly their own biases when becoming 
involved in discussions. The facilitation team found 
success by keeping each other accountable through post-
meeting and other periodic reviews. 
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the approval of governments and organizations, not the 
approval of participants or residents not involved in 
community groups.  Metrics will need to continue to be 
developed and refined to evaluate end goals and the success 
of the initiative. 
The Future of CRVI
The Clinch River Valley Initiative is currently 
exploring possibilities for its future, including the 
possibility of incorporating as a non-profit organization. 
Several grants have been acquired to help support initial 
implementation of CRVI goals (outlined in the Action 
Plan), as well as for facilitation and coordination support 
by IEN.  Development of maps, a brochure, and community 
outreach on behalf of CRVI is ongoing as well.  
The future is bright for this innovative community-
based collaborative.  Several initial goals have been reached 
in recent months and many deadlines are scheduled for 
2014. The next year of the Clinch River Valley Initiative 
will be transformative, as the momentum of the project 
continues to grow. The initiative will continue to use 
the CRVI Action Plan to outline the goals, key players, 
progress, and next steps for each action group as well as 
the initiative overall. Action groups will no doubt continue 
to forge relationships with people and organizations at 
the local, state and federal levels. IEN will continue to 
facilitate the process until participants feel they no longer 
need facilitation and coordination services, or when CRVI 
achieves its vision.
Conclusion
 The Clinch River Valley Initiative is a successful 
example of community-based collaboration. Working at 
the watershed scale with a multiplicity of stakeholders 
and partners, participants have been garnering support 
from residents, local governments and state agencies over 
the last three years. As the initiative continues to grow, it 
will continue to use a consensus approach to overcome 
challenges and adapt according to new information.  The 
momentum it has generated indicates that the initiative is 
already creating lasting social, environmental, financial and 
physical changes. It also is sending a message throughout 
the region that residents can work together and build upon 
their own strengths to make lasting improvements to the 
communities in which they live.
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